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Seize the Day: Exhibitions, Australia and the World
and Showtime: A History of the Brisbane Exhibition
reflect the emergence of a rapidly growing
interest in exhibition histories and practices.
As Robert Rydell, one of the leading figures
in the history of international exhibition
comments in his postscript to Seize the Day,
from a handful of books about the great inter-
national exhibitions in the 1980s and 1990s,
including his own, we now have hundreds of
articles, books and dissertations. Accompanying
this interest in the history of the great interna-
tional exhibitions is an even larger flowering of
interest in understanding the cultural, social and
political functions of exhibition practices from
the perspective of the new museology, an
interdisciplinary field that looks at the politics
of collecting and display. As Rydell himself
comments in his postscript, however, there are
still many international exhibitions that have
not been studied and many themes still to
pursue. Both of the books discussed here make
a contribution to these growing fields of interest,
adding in particular, knowledge about the prac-
tices of exhibition at the peripheries rather than
the great centres of Empire.
Both these books offer accounts of Austra-
lian histories of exhibition. Seize the Day is an
edited collection, emerging from a conference
held at Museum Victoria in 2006 on Australian
exhibitions. It attempts to hold in dialogue a
variety of modes of historical scholarship
through a focus on Australia’s rich history of
international and inter-colonial exhibitions,
agricultural shows, bazaars and expos. The
book is organised thematically into two parts,
the first dealing with the variety of ways in
which exhibitions represented and constructed
colonialism and the second with the ways in
which these exhibitions also provided a space to
engage with modernity, particularly the emer-
gence of feminism and modernism. Showtime, by
contrast, offers a detailed history of a single site
of exhibition*that of the Brisbane Agricultural
show which had its genesis in Brisbane’s first
attempt to hold an intercolonial exhibition. In
reading these two books together however, I
was struck not so much by the fact that one
focuses on a single exhibition over a long period
of time while the other criss-crosses the country
in time and in space, but by their radically
different approaches to the writing of history.
In thinking about this, I found it helpful to
remember Friedrich Nietzsche’s arguments that
the writing of history always falls into one of
three possibilities*antiquarianism, monument-
alism and critical history, an argument that still
seems relevant. For Nietzsche, antiquarian ap-
proaches were stifling in their attention to detail
and parochial in their significance, monumen-
talist approaches were politically corrupt and
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only propped up the conservative status quo
while critical approaches provided the only
means to ensure history did not repeat itself.
Rydell himself appears to be aware of the
problems alluded to by Nietzsche by suggesting
that ‘As valuable as it is to think in terms of
individual expositions or comparative studies of
several expos, it is also important to think in
terms of approaches that have less to do with
geography than theory, methodology and
theme’ (21). In other words, it is more impor-
tant to undertake a thorough analysis of these
exhibitions and their impacts than to simply tell
the story of yet one more example.
At first glance it would be easy to place
Showtime within the antiquarian paradigm. In-
tensely based on archival research, with no
attempts to provide comparisons to the histories
of other agricultural shows or to apply insights
drawn from the literature on international
exhibitions, museology or any other relevant
field, the book is annoyingly parochial, doing
little more than providing a local history of a
local event. And yet, while frustrated at the lack
of theoretical insight or the ability to open up
the significance of this local story to a more
general account or analysis of the significance of
agricultural shows, I am nevertheless struck by
the genuine warmth of its authors, Joanne Scott
and Ross Laurie, for the people who are
involved in putting on the Show year after
year, and for the Show’s audience. Perhaps that
is something that a more old-fashioned social
history approach can do well*to reflect people’s
emotional attachments to place and to traditions
in ways that reflect what is important to them. I
have no doubt that the book will speak to those
who go every year to the Brisbane show and
who have for it a warm regard. The book is
largely written for them while also aiming to
make a contribution to the history of agricul-
tural shows in Australia. But in aiming for a
general audience I also think the book’s
authors*or perhaps their sponsors*were too
frightened of engaging directly with the kinds of
issues that the authors who contributed to Seize
the Day were grappling with.
Not content with simply showing how
international and intercolonial exhibitions
were, like their counterparts in Europe and
America, opportunities to demonstrate the rate
of progress achieved in colonial outposts, a
significant number of contributors to Seize
the Day opted to explore the complex and
contradictory nature of many of these exhibi-
tions. The result is a collection of essays that
open up the field, posing new questions and
going beyond received ideas. While some of the
essays simply contribute to putting Australian
exhibitions on the map of scholarship about the
history of exhibition, doing this well, others
open up a rich vein of new questions. For me,
there are at least three such veins*the complex
relationship between exhibitions and the repre-
sentation of race, the opportunities these ex-
hibitions created for the development of
feminism and the negotiation between popular
and high culture. Examples include Elizabeth
Willis’ challenge to the notion that all such
exhibitions represented Aboriginal people as
inferior to the white settler, arguing that the
very first international exhibition in Melbourne
took place at a time when the anthropological
gaze was not yet dominated by a discourse of
progress and was much more attuned to under-
standing difference; Martha Sear’s exploration
of how these exhibitions provided a public space
in which women could meet and advance their
cause and the contrasts offered by the juxtaposi-
tion of essays dealing with popular culture and
with the role of exhibitions in promoting
aesthetic literacies.
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